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A REMARKABLE CEREMONIAL VESSEL FROM 
CHOLULA, MEXICO 

By carl LUMHOLTZ 

SOME years ago my attention was drawn to an unusual example 
of ancient Mexican pottery in possession of Mrs F. Edwin 
Elwell, wife of the well known sculptor of New York. She 
graciously placed the valuable jar at my disposal, and on my recom- 




FiG. 45. — Ceremonial vessel from Cholula. 

mendation presented it to the American Museum of Natural History, 
New York, where it is to-day. 
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During a visit in 1891 to the so-called pyramid of Cholula, in 
the state of Puebla, Mexico, Mrs Elwell bought the vessel from a 
Mexican woman who carried it under her arm filled with trinkets 
which she was selling. Two years previously the nephew of the 
woman had dug the vase out of the pyramid and presented it to her. 
At first she was unwilling to part with it, as she needed it for use as 
a receptacle, but the offer of fifty cents in Mexican currency, which 
would enable the owner to buy several baskets equally good for 
her purpose, made Mrs Elwell the owner of this handsome object 
of antiquity. 




Fig. 46. — Two upper bands of the decorative design. 



The jar is probably the largest known of its kind, and undoubt- 
edly the handsomest in decorative design. The rim, unfortunately, is 
broken. The height of the vase in its present condition is 10. i 
inches (25.6 cm.), its greatest circumference 31.5 inches (80 cm.). 
Its color is bright Venetian red, with decoration in black ; the out- 
lines of the designs are incised. The vessel is thick and somewhat 
heavy, but it is very fine in texture, and the surface is highly pol- 
ished. The six handles are a prominent feature. 
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Dr Eduard Seler, in Gesammelte Abhandlungen zur 
Amerikanischen Sprach- und Altertumskunde (ii, 300), 
describes and illustrates two Cholula vases. Mr A. F. 
Bandelier, in his Report of an Archceological Tour in 
Mexico in 1881, gives an exhaustive description of Cho- 
lula and its vicinity. Here was the center of the Quet- 
zalcohuatl cult. Cholula was a city governed by the 
priests. According to Sr D. Francisco del Paso y Tron- 
coso the Cholultecos (Nahua) were a smair nation con- 
stituted under the form of a theocratic republic inde- 
pendent of the Mexican empire and adjoining the nations 
of Huexotzinco and Tla^cala. Its territorial extent was 
very limited.^ ^^ 

The decorative designs of the vase are significant, the ^ 
main decoration consisting of a series of plumed serpents, *. 
representing Quetzalcohuatl. The lower band of the 1- 
decoration recalls the Mitla grecques, and may signify % 
serpents and cloud terraces. A series of alternating Z 
figures forms the upper decorative band. These are of ^ 
two kinds, of which one appears like a highly conven- ^ 
tionalized butterfly design, while the other, according to a 
Prof. M. H. Saville, may represent a highly conventioh- % 
alized chalchihuite, as this sacred green stone is always t 
associated with Quetzalcohuatl. The typical Cholula g- 
pottery is pale yellow in tone, but the vessel in question ^ 
resembles in color and incised decoration a class of pot- 
tery found in large quantities in certain localities in the 
valley of Mexico. 

The decorative bells that may be observed around 
the upper part of the vase indicate its ritualistic character, 
and the handles may have been used either as a means 
for attaching a skin drum-head or for suspending cere- 
monial ornaments or objects of sacrifice. 
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^Catalago del los Objetos que presenta la Republica de Mexico en 
la £xposici6n Hist6rico- Americana de Madrid, Madrid, 1892. 



